CHAPTER I

Birth of Chopin - childhood - friendships - first compositions.

AT the end of the eighteenth century Poland was
passing through one of her many tragic periods.
In 1772 Prussia, Austria and Russia had taken
away some of her lands and, having gained a foot-
ing, these three neighbouring powers had no in-
tention of losing ground. Russia was especially
aggressive. All attempts by Poland to reform
herself were frustrated. When, in 1793, Russia
and Prussia again prepared to divide the spoils, a
climax was reached. In the following spring
Poland gathered up her full strength for resistance.
She continued the struggle for nearly a year but
at the end lost almost everything, and her king
abdicated.

Among those who joined the National Guard
during this rising was Nicholas Chopin. This
young man was born at Nancy and at the age of
seventeen had come to Warsaw to take a position
as cashier in a tobacco factory. In the National
Guard he became a captain. Towards the end
of the struggle of 1794 he was on duty with Bis
company at Praga, a suburb of Warsaw. The
company was relieved and a few hours later
Praga was captured. In the present context this
incident is of more than ordinary importance ;
for twelve years later Nicholas Chopin, who had
since become a tutor to the son of a countess,